ABSTRACT This article draws on an Australian project engaging with families with complex support needs as their children start school. The project itself is focused on developing collaborative research relationships between families, community support agencies and researchers with the aim of investigating what happens for families during the transition to school. In particular, the project has focused on developing strategies that promote recognition of family strengths, as well as challenges, and that support a positive start to school education. This article reports a range of ethical issues and situations encountered throughout the project. The aim of reporting these is to share some of the critical reflections about the assumptions underpinning the research, ethical engagement with research participants, and the responsibilities researchers have. In particular, the authors share reflections about the nature and implications of conducting research with families, accessing research participants and strategies for engaging with research participants. The approach taken in the project, and this article, reflects assumptions about research as an ethical process and the need for researchers to consider the ethical issues and situations they meet within research contexts.
Background
This article focuses on ethical issues and situations within the context of research investigating family experiences of the transition to school. To provide a context for these issues, two areas are addressed: the background to the research project and the rationale for sharing the experiences of the research team.
The Research Project
The importance of working with families is one of the underlying tenets of early childhood education. Positive engagement with families is important at all times, but particularly so at points of educational transition when families often seek specific input from educators and other professionals. Times of transition offer opportunities for establishing ongoing patterns of interaction between families and educational settings (McTaggart & Sanders, 2003) . This is particularly the case for families who are positioned as outside the mainstream in some way (Homel et al, 2006) .
Despite the recognised importance of family involvement in schools, there is evidence that many families -notably those described as having 'disadvantaged' backgrounds -do not actively participate (Miedel & Reynolds, 1999; Christenson, 2004) . Multiple reasons have been advanced for this lack of participation, including both structural and psychological barriers (Christenson, 2004) .
Research Approaches
We adopted qualitative approaches throughout this research, as a means to gain insights into the lived experiences of the participants as they encountered the transition to school. The core of the approach was to engage in in-depth discussions with family members. Each discussion was guided by the participants, as they responded to some open-ended questions about what was happening for their family in relation to the transition to school. The research conversations used in this project involved active asking and listening (Rinaldi, 2005) . They occurred in locations identified by the participants -often their own homes. While the in-depth conversations helped the researchers to understand the complex support needs of each family, they also highlighted the strategies adopted by families to enhance their own resilience. Reflecting international research in similar areas, the majority of family participants have been mothers (Crozier & Reay, 2005) .
Developing Shared Ethical Ground
Before the project commenced, applications were made to the university ethics committee and ethical clearance obtained. This process required consideration of broad ethical principles and assurances that appropriate ethical procedures would be used within the research. However, the conduct of research involving fieldwork generates situations that require individual researchers to interpret and apply these principles in specific situations. Christensen & Prout (2002) note that:
Fieldwork is likely to bring researchers into contact with different locally constituted ethics. As researchers, we work in social settings with their own local ethical practice. There may be several conflicting practices existing within each setting ... it is this meeting of diverse ethical practices that the researcher has to handle and research ethics will always have to work inside and be integrated into already existing ethical frames. (Christensen & Prout, 2002, pp. 491-492) In this project, a range of different ethical practices has been encountered. These include the practices of specific families, organisations, schools and communities. Throughout regular research meetings, we have identified a range of issues and situations which have required individual researchers to interpret ethical principles and practices. As well as individual reflection on these situations, the research team has engaged in discussions with the aim of developing shared responses to situations that have emerged as the research has progressed. Documentation of these discussions has provided the basis for this article. In sharing these with the broader educational, community service and research communities, we invite further discussion about ways in which researchers can develop 'shared ethical ground' (Christensen & Prout, 2002, p. 492) within research.
Ethical Issues and Situations
The research project involved close social interactions with people over time. These interactions have occurred in a variety of contexts and provided multiple instances in which ethical issues and situations have arisen and decisions have been made by researchers. Each of these situations and decisions has been the subject of critical reflection as we have sought to turn 'a given into a question' and to transform 'a group of obstacles and difficulties into problems to which the diverse solutions will attempt to produce a response' (Foucault, 1997, p. 118) .
The issues and situations encountered include: • establishing shared understandings among the research team;
• accessing research participants;
• engaging with families in positive and respectful ways;
• compensation for participants;
• examining potential consequences of research participation; and • the impact of the research on researchers.
Establishing Shared Understandings
The research team is interdisciplinary, involving researchers with educational, research, social work and parenting backgrounds, and organisations with a variety of roles and responsibilities. Each of the researchers and organisations brings to this research their own understandings of ethical research and their own experiences of working with families. The beginnings of establishing shared ethical ground came from discussions around the terminology used within the project and the role of the research team.
Terminology. There is a great deal of research relating to families described as 'disadvantaged', 'at risk' and/or 'vulnerable'. There are many definitions of these terms. For example, Nyamathi (1998, p. 65) defines 'vulnerability' in terms of those who are 'impoverished, disenfranchised, and/or subject to discrimination, intolerance, subordination and stigma'. While many of the families involved in the project could be described using these terms, the negative assumptions inherent in such descriptions were at odds with the strengths-based theoretical position we had adopted. More importantly, the families with whom we were working did not characterise themselves in such ways. Problematising the ways in which families were positioned, by themselves and others, and questioning the assumptions underlying the description of these families resulted in the decision to adopt different terminology -that of 'families with complex support needs'.
Inherent in the project are multiple definitions of 'complex support needs', each of which is socially and contextually constructed. For example, the DoCS (New South Wales Department of Community Services, n.d.) defines families with complex support needs as experiencing at least one of the following characteristics: domestic violence; parental drug and alcohol misuse; parental mental health issues; a lack of extended family or social support; parents with significant learning difficulties or an intellectual disability; and/or child behaviour management problems. While this definition invokes a range of assumptions, it also highlights the diversity of situations and contexts that impact on families and family functioning. Partly to promote critical reflection about what constitutes complex support needs, and partly because we did not want to limit participation in the project, we have relied on the collaborating staff from our partner organisations to invite the participation of families they recognised as having complex support needs and whom they believed would benefit from involvement in the project. This decision has meant that different groups of participants have been recruited in different geographical areas.
The political nature of research is highlighted by explorations of different definitions of 'complex support needs'. For example, in a political landscape of resource allocation, how families are defined and positioned can have a major impact on their access to resources and support, as well as on the nature of interactions they have with service providers. In some instances, the thresholds for accessing support and assistance are very high, with the outcome that many families with complex needs may not be eligible (Barrett, 2008) . Consideration of what constitutes complex support needs as well as, within that, what constitutes the most complex support needs echoes Foucault's (1972) call for the examination of the divisions or groupings with which we have become familiar as a means of challenging the taken-for-granted.
Role of the research team. The research team is diverse -both in terms of the researchers involved and the organisations represented. Appropriate roles for the researchers -and the organisationshave been the subject of regular discussion. For example, in NSW, the DoCS is the organisation to which reports of suspected child abuse or neglect are made. Much discussion has ensued about how the research team should work with the DoCS in this role, while at the same time not appearing (either to the DoCS or to families) as another mechanism for the surveillance of families. While anxious not to be regarded as an arm of the DoCS, the research team was concerned to establish shared expectations about responding to potentially abusive situations. According to current NSW legislation (New South Wales Government, 1998), researchers are not nominated as mandatory reporters of suspected child abuse or neglect. This position raised a number of ethical issues where mandated requirements did not match the obligations felt by researchers. To resolve these issues, we drew on the work of other research teams [4] to adopt a protocol that outlined a series of steps to be taken by researchers, in collaboration with the DoCS, in relation to suspected child abuse and neglect. The protocol established some parameters for contacting the DoCS to discuss concerns about child abuse and neglect, through to steps in making a formal notification. Nevertheless, as a research team we have continued to have ongoing discussions about our roles and responsibilities, experiencing the doubts and uncertainties that underpin critically reflective practice.
Sometimes, individual researchers have had specific responses to individual family situations that prompted lengthy discussions among the team. For example, having encountered a family in dire financial circumstances, should a researcher organise some assistance? Is offering financial assistance any different from offering practical assistance?
Accessing Research Participants
The research project has relied on accessing a range of participant families who fall within the various definitions of having complex support needs. Accessing potential participants has required close collaboration with agencies in each site, often at a time when these agencies have been implementing new programs, trying to establish services or building a client base in specific areas. Our additional request for help identifying families has involved meeting with many staff from the partner organisations across various sites, often over an extended period.
In each of the communities in which the research was conducted, staff from partner organisations have been actively involved in promoting engagement in the project as an additional avenue for families to seek support. The strategy of gaining access to research participants through known agencies seeks to build on established personal relationships. This model of communityagency-academic collaboration (Benoit et al, 2005) between researchers, support agencies and community organisations has a number of advantages, including bringing together a research team with a range of expertise and a range of practitioners who have an in-depth knowledge of the communities and people with whom they work. One strength of university-communityorganisation collaborations is their ability to draw on both local expertise as well as a research base (Homel et al, 2006) . However, one of the challenges of this approach continues to be the association of the research and the researchers with existing programs of the partner organisations. For example, while conscious of positioning the research outside the surveillance structures often associated with the DoCS, several participants tend to use the jargon of welfare systems, suggesting that to them we were regarded as another part of that same system.
A further challenge has been that in some communities, the research project has occurred at the same time as new projects (such as Brighter Futures) have been in their establishment phase. A consequence has been that the research project has not necessarily been a priority for some partner organisation staff. From an ethical stance, the researchers have not felt comfortable putting pressure on partner organisation staff to recruit participants, but have also been aware that the project cannot progress without their assistance. In general, the researchers have spent time building relationships with staff from partner organisations, often interacting with small numbers of families, until such time as partner organisation staff are comfortable with the researchers and the project, and sufficient trust has developed for other families to be introduced to the project.
Gatekeepers. Several factors influenced the decision to work with and through agencies. These included recognition of the importance of existing relationships between families and agencies; expectations that partner organisation staff would understand the context for families with whom they were working; and awareness of the nature of the research.
While partner organisation staff have provided contacts with families for the project, they have also acted as gatekeepers, facilitating access to some families and not others. As was expected, staff from partner organisations have made decisions about which families would benefit from being involved in the project, or would be willing to participate. We have also been aware that in some sites, a 'filtering' process has occurred. For example, in one site the partner organisation manager indicated that, because there was the potential for interviews to be conducted in family homes, she had omitted families where violence was an issue. In current social and political climates where agencies and services are under an intense spotlight, such decisions are understandable. Nevertheless, as noted in overseas studies (Tidmarsh et al, 2003) , they impact on who participates in the research, as well as the potential research outcomes.
As the project has progressed and trusting relationships have been built between partner organisation staff and the researchers, a gradual easing of the gatekeeper role has been evident in some sites. While this is regarded as a positive outcome, the issue of who is represented in the research remains an ongoing focus of discussion.
Working effectively with staff from partner organisations has involved recognising the demands of their professional roles and their commitment to the families with whom they are working. In some instances, it has been clear that staff have been protective of both the researchers and the families. Similar to overseas research (Tidmarsh et al, 2003) , staff have been reluctant to involve families who were perceived to be 'in crisis', when they have been in the initial stages of developing a relationship with families, or when they were not sure that there would be any immediate gain for them, their service, or their clients through participating.
Effective negotiation with gatekeepers has involved the researchers taking the time to meet with staff from partner organisations, describing the project and being prepared to work through issues in particular sites. In some sites, staff turnover has presented some difficulties, particularly when staff who have agreed to be involved in the project have left and negotiations with new staff have been needed.
In some situations, we have obtained agreement for agencies to work with the project at managerial level (one level of gatekeeping), only to have this not transferred to the actual service level (the next level of gatekeeping). The ethical management of such situations has been based on building trusting relationships -and in such cases, recognising the demands and expectations of all involved. Regardless of the reason for gatekeeping, Scott (2005, p. 137) reminds us that 'attempts to "crash through the gate" can cause a serious breakdown in communication and collaboration'. Just as it has been important to develop trusting relationships between families and researchers, it has been equally important to establish trusting relationships with the staff from partner organisations who have provided access to participants.
One outcome of this approach has been that a major part of the implementation of the project has revolved around contact with staff from partner organisations. It has been critical to ensure that they were aware of discussions and developments and that their input was incorporated. Several research decisions have been made on the recommendations of these staffsuch as recruiting families -and other decisions have been made taking these staff into accountsuch as when and where research conversations with families took place.
Engaging with Families
The research project has, as its core, a commitment to engaging with families in positive and respectful ways. Integral to this have been strategies to ensure that participants have provided informed consent and commitments to build relationships based on trust and rapport. Aligned with these have been ethical issues and situations related to engagement with families.
Informed consent. Ensuring that research participants understand what is being asked of them in a research project and protecting their right to withdraw at any time are critical elements of all social research. Recognising that our research participants are often marginalised in a range of ways, and that the research could be identified with intervention services, we have implemented strategies to ensure that gaining informed consent has been an ongoing, renegotiable process. Cutcliffe & Ramcharan (2002) refer to this as 'process-consent'.
Working through the processes of seeking informed consent has, at times, been a lengthy process. However, as it is the basis of developing trusting relationships, it has also been an important process. Each family participant in the project was already engaged in some way with existing support programs. They have been contacted by staff from partner organisations and invited to join the project. In most instances, these staff have organised an initial meeting time and location. This meeting provided an opportunity for family members to seek further details about the project, its aims and what was involved. Depending on the preference of the involved family members, agency staff were sometimes present at this meeting. When families elected to be involved in the project, they were invited to complete a consent form (which they could take away to seek advice or think about) and a further meeting was organised. The aim of this process was to ensure that people understood what was being asked of them and that they had a genuine choice about participation. It also provided a situation where family contact details remained confidential to the agency, and families had the opportunity to refuse participation by notifying partner organisation staff, rather than the researchers.
There have been some instances in the project where more direct contact between the researchers and participants has been involved, after initial introductions were made and participants indicated their willingness to continue to meet with the researchers. There have also been some instances where families participated in the first meeting, but then chose not to have any further involvement in the project. Regardless of the decision made by families, the aim has been to offer a genuine choice. However, a number of our reflexive discussions have centred on whether or not what we perceived as a choice was interpreted in the same way by families.
The research decisions underpinning this approach have been based on respecting the relationships that partner organisation staff already had with families and aiming to provide genuine opportunities for families to find out about the project. However, we are aware that even for families already engaged with support agencies, resources were limited and we cannot preclude the possibility that some families felt pressured to participate. Indeed, as we have developed relationships with the families over time, and reflected with them on their involvement, we are aware that this has been the case. It has also been suggested that some families became involved in the project as a way of levering access to other forms of support, exerting their own power. The process of critical reflection reminds us of Foucault's position that power relationships underpin many interactions as different groups, agencies and discourses intersect (Danaher et al, 2000) .
Relationships based on trust and rapport. In order to work successfully with practitioners and with families, it has been critical to build relationships based on trust and rapport. In this project, we define 'rapport' as developing a relationship where researchers are trusted by research participants as someone with whom they are comfortable sharing their experiences (Miller & Tewksbury, 2001 ). For example, in one site where participants met as a small group, the researchers were aware of a recent critical incident that had touched many of the participants. While the group discussion started with the focus of the research project, it soon became an opportunity for participants to share their reactions and responses to this incident. At the conclusion of the session, the researchers and participants both recognised the importance of being able to share experiences in a safe and supportive conversation. While issues around their children starting school were not the major focus of this session, it did serve to form the foundations for further conversations.
Building relationships takes time and is not necessarily an easy or straightforward process. It is reasonable that families may be sceptical of the research and motives of the researchers, and it may also be that families have been engaged in other research which has not necessarily had positive outcomes. Liamputtong (2007) emphasises the importance of building relationships over time, rather than engaging in what is described by Wadsworth (1984) as a 'data raid' -where researchers enter a site, gather as much data as possible and then leave, and participants never hear of the results, outcomes or implications.
Trust has to be earned by researchers, rather than bestowed. Introductions to families through staff from partner organisations have provided an initial contact through a trusted mediator. However, as researchers we have remained aware that establishing relationships based on trust carries obligations and that trust also carries with it an exposure to risk (Goodfellow, 2006) . Obligations include fulfilling commitments -for example, when information was promised, it was important to have it delivered; when meeting times were established, the researchers needed to be there. This latter point presented some challenging ethical situations. For example, what is appropriate action when researchers are at the designated meeting, but the family member is not? At what point do researchers stop trying to arrange meetings, if multiple attempts to meet have not worked? In some instances, up to four meetings were organised before an actual meeting occurred. Does continuing to seek opportunities to meet constitute a form of coercion, or is it a sign of perseverance from researchers, indicating that they are genuinely interested in meeting with the family? Or could it reflect the complexity of life for some families? In order to answer such questions, the researchers often relied on the background knowledge of the staff from the partner organisations.
A further obligation involves reciprocity. Building relationships based on trust can be facilitated by a sense that both researcher and participant have something to gain from the relationship. In this project, we have been willing to share our expertise about the transition to school when families have sought this information. For example, we have had lengthy discussions with several parents about children's readiness for school and what this means, and been able to direct participants to a range of locally available and contextually relevant information. Liamputtong (2007) suggests that the notion that researchers can give something back to participants can help to reduce the power inequalities inherent in research. In our research team discussions, we have noted that we hope this is the case, though there remains considerable doubt that providing 'expert' advice negates issues of power.
Given the focus of developing respectful, trusting relationships, the researchers were well aware of the implications of removing themselves from these relationships when the project ended. To facilitate this, ongoing feedback about the project was provided to both families and staff from partner organisations, and expectations about the time frame of the project were discussed. To mark the final meeting with the family, a package of materials was developed. It consisted of some items to mark the child's start to school (such as a drinks bottle, pens and library bag) and information for families (a service directory, information about school). The package provided a focus for discussing changes in the relationships that had been developed. With one family, it gave an impetus, or perhaps made it necessary, to ask the family if they wanted to extend the research relationship to a second child eligible to start school the following year, when she wanted to share the package her brother received.
Relationships that reflect trust and reciprocity can also involve direct requests for help from participants (Fontana & Frey, 2005) . These requests presented ethical issues for the researchers, who were conscious of influencing the research itself, wary of setting up relationships of dependence from which they would have to withdraw, as well as judging whether or not they were capable of providing the help being sought. Daly (1992) notes that as researchers, we enter the lives of families and invite them to share their experiences in order for us to gain an understanding of what life is like for them. By engaging with families in this way, Daly argues that we set up relationships based on a 'fair exchange', and because of this we should expect some requests for information or assistance. Liamputtong (2007, p. 62) extends this view by suggesting that researchers 'should be prepared to provide the information the participants need or to direct them to other relevant resources including reading materials or referrals to qualified professionals'. As a research team, we did not necessarily anticipate these requests, but did adopt the stance of responding to them whenever possible and discussing the ethical as well as practical elements of doing so. In a number of cases, the relationship with the partner organisations, as well as with families themselves, was critical in determining possible ways to respond to requests for help.
Compensation for Participants
Whether or not participants should be paid or otherwise compensated for their participation is a problematic issue in much research. Some researchers describe payment for participation as a potential form of coercion, particularly for groups of people who do not have a great deal of disposable income (Brody, 1998) , or as an inducement which undermines free choice (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000) . Other arguments promote the view that payment provides a means of valuing the contribution of participants (Booth, 1999) and can act as a means of reducing power differentials in research (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000) .
Aware of these contrasting perspectives, the decision was taken to offer the participants an A$20 voucher each time they met with the researchers. In determining the monetary value of the voucher, we were conscious of valuing the involvement of participants but at the same time not offering an inducement that was so attractive that it could not be refused. Vouchers retained the element of choice for participants in that they were redeemable in a wide range of stores. As a research team we were conscious that families needed to be afforded the right to choose how the vouchers were used.
However, both offering and accepting vouchers positions researchers and participants in particular ways. In some instances, the participants declined the vouchers. In one site, staff from the partner organisation explained that two potential participants had chosen not to attend a meeting because they were embarrassed to be regarded as in need of the vouchers. Another participant refused the vouchers, noting that he did not expect to be paid for helping his family.
Potential Consequences of Research Participation
Families with complex support needs may well be marginalised in any number of ways, and it has been important that this research does not add to this (Flaskerud & Winslow, 1998; Pyett, 2001) . For example, several of the families involved already had children attending school and also had a 'reputation' with staff at the school. In some instances, participating in this project had the potential to confirm the family as a 'problem family'. However, it was also possible that involvement in the project demonstrated to those outside the family that there was a desire to support the child starting school and the potential to challenge this reputation. In deciding how to approach teachers at school about the transition experiences of families and children, we have consciously chosen to adopt the latter approach, emphasising the positives.
In the course of the research conversations with family members, a wide range of sensitive topics was raised. For example, once a trusting relationship had been established, it was not uncommon for family members to describe the nature of their complex support needs and some of the challenges associated with these. As researchers, it has been important for us to consider the potential consequences of disclosure -physical and/or psychological. For example, in instances where family violence is an issue, there can be serious repercussions for family members raising this with outsiders. In other situations, discussions about mental health or well-being and approaches to parenting or discipline encompass psychological threats.
Many discussions of the research team focused on appropriate responses to such disclosures. In some instances, the most appropriate response seemed to be to adopt the role of caring listener. In other instances, suggesting an appropriate avenue for assistance seemed most appropriate. In still other instances, action to prompt intervention (such as reporting child abuse or neglect) was regarded as appropriate. Across the range of situations, having a research team with diverse career backgrounds and experiences, solid relationships with the staff in partner organisations who know the families well, and a previously developed protocol outlining possible actions has been invaluable in reflecting on possible actions and reactions to specific situations. At the same time, these discussions have been invaluable in documenting ethically challenging situations and in provoking the realisation that prescribed sets of ethical practice do not necessarily obviate the need for individual researchers to make ethical choices and decisions within the everyday conduct of their research. In other words, being involved in social research requires individual researchers to accept responsibility for making ethical decisions in specific contexts.
Impact of Research on Researchers
Just as participation in research can be threatening for participants, research can also present threats for researchers. There are physical safety issues to consider when visiting participants' homes as well as emotional reactions to conversations with participants. Strategies to manage these issues have included working as a research team of two wherever possible, and having regular team meetings which serve as debriefing sessions as well as a chance to share developments in each site. Liamputtong (2007) notes the vulnerability of all researchers and suggests that appropriate emotional support should be an integral part of research design. One specific response to such cautions has been to maintain regular contact with the transcriber of all the research conversations, who accesses the stories and experiences of all the participants in ways that also build close connections. Opportunities for her to converse with the researchers and to debrief have been very important.
Qualitative research approaches that provide opportunities for families to share their lived experiences (Warr, 2004) are integral to sensitive research. Such approaches set the scene for researchers to form relationships with families, become attuned to hearing their voices, and to access the interpretations afforded by families (Daly, 1992) . In adopting qualitative approaches, we have sought to be explicit about the importance of context and the shared interactions between researchers and researched in constructing meaning (Grbich, 2004) . For example, we realise that the very presence of researchers changes a specific context, and constitutes a form of intervention that influences the outcomes of the research. This position lends itself to a critical appraisal of the research process and outcomes, facilitating discussions not only about the lived experiences of the research participants, but also ethical and political factors and the impact of being involved in the research. For example, when visiting one family and hearing of their frustration at accessing specialist services for their disabled child, the researchers have questioned their role -should they become involved or just document the situation? In this instance, after discussions with the family, some inquiries were made and the process of locating appropriate services commenced. Such decisions have reflected the position that in building relationships with participants, researchers often need to engage in reciprocal interaction which may include providing advice or information.
Conclusion
Continuing research into the transition to school (Dockett & Perry, 2007; Pianta et al, 2007) has highlighted the importance of children and families making positive early connections with schools. One of the outcomes of this project has been to challenge the view that families, particularly those with complex support needs, are not interested in, or have little to contribute to, their children's education, starting with the transition to school. Indeed, this outcome points to the importance of responding to evidence that families with complex support needs are 'least likely to be involved and listened to in school environments ' (Bernard van Leer Foundation, 2007, p. 4) with calls for schools to adopt more inclusive attitudes to these families.
In attempts to engage with families who have complex support needs in respectful ways over time, we have encountered a range of issues and situations. Both as individuals and as a research team, we have been required to interpret and apply our own understandings of research ethics, developing over time a sense of shared ethical ground. Such interpretations have not always been made with a sense of ease; rather the troubling nature of social research has been highlighted, as have the ethical responsibilities we have as researchers. In sharing some of these issues and situations with the broader educational, community service and research communities, we invite further discussions and reflections.
